Abrupt awakening phenomenon associated with gamma-hydroxybutyrate use: a case series.
Case reports mention a sudden awakening from GHB-associated coma but do not specify its time course. The aim of the present case series was to investigate the time course of the awakening from GHB intoxication and the relationship to plasma concentrations of GHB and the presence of other drugs. Unconscious (GCS <or=8) participants at six large rave parties who were treated at medical stations were included. Serial blood samples were taken every 10 to 30 minutes for toxicological analysis. At the same time-points, the depth of coma was scored with the Glasgow Coma Score (GCS). Fifteen out of 21 unconscious patients proved to be positive for GHB. Fourteen of these had ingested one or more other drugs. The median GHB plasma concentration upon arrival in the medical station was 212 microg/ml (range 112 to 430 microg/ml). In 10 patients the GCS was scored more than twice, allowing study of the time course. The GCS of these patients remained <or=8 for a median time of 90 minutes (range 30 to 105 minutes). The duration of the transition between GCS of <or=8 and >or=12 was 30 minutes (range 10 to 50 minutes). A subgroup of five patients had a GCS of 3 upon arrival and remained at 3 for a median time of 60 minutes (range 30 to 110 minutes), while the median time for the transition between the last point with GCS 3 and the first with GCS 15 was 30 minutes (range 20 to 60 minutes). This case series illustrates that patients with GHB intoxications remain in a deep coma for a relatively long period of time, after which they awaken over about 30 minutes. This awakening is accompanied by a small change in GHB concentrations. A confounding factor in these observations is co-ingested illicit drugs.